ideas, and eventually construct meaning through cooperative procedures. In this context, teachers' questions become a significant medium which enables the topic of the conversation to unfold, and provides children with the opportunity to adopt patterns of appropriate oral language use. Particularly, teachers need to ask closed and mostly open ended questions to engage children in cognitively challenging conversations. Asking questions of different cognitive demands promotes comprehension of the discussion topic and develops children's higher order thinking [12] . Throughout classroom conversations teachers need also to provide adequate feedback to children's answers, and to expand them by asking follow-up questions or by adding more sophisticated language to children's responses [13] . Furthermore, teachers may encourage children to respond with complete sentences, and gradually transfer to them the responsibility of generating their own questions [13] [14] .
In kindergarten settings teachers establish regular and targeted time periods during the daily teaching programme to conduct classroom conversations. On the one hand, playtime and meal or breakfast time are periods when children usually interact in smaller groups, without feeling the pleasure of participating in activities having a well-structured and instructional profile. Teachers can participate in children's spontaneous activities and interactions, and guide their discussions by implementing techniques which foster children's language development. On the other hand, circle-time is the period during which teachers organize activities to attain curricular goals. Among these, reading books is a well-documented activity for its impact on children's language growth. Teachers have the opportunity to engage children in cognitively challenging discussions by encouraging them to analyse the story content and connect it with their personal experiences [12] . Nevertheless, due to the pressure of attaining curriculum goals and classroom management issues many teachers reduce classroom conversations throughout the daily instructional programme [6] .
Despite the well-documented contribution of classroom conversations in children's learning and oral language development, there are differences in the amount of time that kindergarten teachers devote to them and the techniques they adopt to conduct classroom conversations. Specifically, Girolametto and Weitzman [15] in their research which was conducted in preschool settings, showed that a few interactive conversation strategies (i.e. using a variety of questions, encouraging turn-taking, expanding, and extending) received low ratings by early childhood educators across the sample study. Furthermore, the results showed that children's age and the interaction context are factors that seem to differentiate educators' language-modelling strategies. Durden and Dangel [16] also found that teachers in general adopted monologic techniques and dominated the classroom conversations by asking predominately low cognitive demand questions. Along the lines of these studies, Chen and de Groot Kim [17] in their research found that the activity context and the time zone of the instructional day affected the interactive conversation techniques preschool teachers used and that, regardless of the context, teachers rarely adopted strategies that involved children in cognitively challenging discussions. In agreement with Chen and de Groot Kim [17] , Turnbull et al. [18] investigated the language stimulation techniques that preschool teachers applied while conversing with children in different instructional contexts. One of the most significant results in their study was that only one third of teachers' utterances were related to techniques such as open questions, recasts / expansions, redirects / prompted initiations, and focused contrasts, that effectively support children's language development. The remaining two thirds of teachers' utterances consisted of techniques and language patterns such as directives, closed-ended or rhetorical questions that provided children with less complex language input. Similar to Turnbull et al.'s results, Dickinson, Darrow, and Tinubu [19] in their study showed that all teachers applied some strategies likely to enhance children's language growth, but the frequency was low. Overall, the research results [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] showed the relatively limited use of effective conversation techniques by early childhood teachers. They also highlighted the need for professional development in practices which would guide them in adopting conversation strategies that foster children's language development. With regard to this parameter, research studies showed that teachers' in-service training and professional development can contribute to improving the conversation techniques they apply in the school context [20] [21] [22] [23] . Given the relatively insufficient use of effective classroom conversation techniques by early childhood teachers and the necessity of in-service training, a significant question arises about the degree to which their initial and basic professional training during their undergraduate studies contributes to their preparedness in implementing effective conversation practices in classroom.
Teaching Practicum as a Context for Training Student Teachers in Classroom Conversation Techniques And Literacy Instruction
Student teachers' participation in teaching practicum or teaching field experiences constitutes an integral part of their undergraduate studies [24] [25] . In general, the aim of the practicum in all university pedagogical departments is common, and that is to connect student teachers with educational procedure and to train them in classroom teaching and management [26] . Student teachers seem to recognize the benefits of the practicum with regard to the knowledge, skill, flexibility and efficacy that are required in teaching [27] .
Practicum courses can become an appropriate context for student teachers to be trained by their tutors in implementing research-based practices which can contribute to children's language and literacy development [28] . While there are few studies addressing issues related to in-service teachers' training in conversation strategies, there are fewer studies investigating how university courses can help student or pre-service teachers prepare to implement effective literacy practices [10] and even less empirical evidence on the improvement of student teachers' conversation skills during their field teaching experiences. For example there are studies which examined issues regarding: (a) pre-service and students teachers' perceptions and knowledge of children's language skills, such as phonological awareness [29] , literacy [30] [31] [32] and writing instruction [33] , and (b) the impact of different tutoring programs on preparing student teachers in reading instruction [28] . With regard to the improvement of the conversation strategies of student teachers, the only available data were obtained by Carr [10] . In her research Carr reported that early childhood student teachers on the practicum that took place at her university recorded and analysed their conversations with young children. Student teachers were surprised by the number of closed questions they used. Gradually they became more experienced in conversing with children in different contexts and listening to their responses carefully.
The Study
Taking into consideration the significance of teachers' effective conversation techniques for young children's oral language development and the contribution of the teaching practicum in student teachers' professional training, the present study aims to describe: (i) the conversation techniques that kindergarten student teachers apply while teaching in kindergarten classrooms during their practicum, (ii) the key factors that helped them conduct classroom conversations and (iii) the difficulties they encountered that hindered the conversations they conducted with children while teaching in the classroom.
METHODS

Participants
Forty five (45) student teachers, 43 females and 2 males, of the Department of Preschool Education of the University of Crete participated in the study. Student teachers were in the third of the four years of their undergraduate studies. Student teachers at the time of this study were attending level II of their practicum, which takes place over two academic semesters (winter and spring semester). The practicum is held in public kindergarten schools located in Rethymno, Crete.
Student Teachers' Training in Teaching and in Conversation Techniques in the Context of the Teaching Practicum Level II
The general aim of practicum level II in the Department of Preschool Education in the University of Crete is familiarizing student teachers with the practical aspect of their studies (that is, the teaching process) and implementing the particular principles, theories and methodologies proposed by contemporary developments in teaching. The special goals of practicum level II 1 were training student teachers in the kindergarten curriculum, questioning and conversation techniques, reading aloud practices and cross-curricular activities which are organized based on a cross-thematic approach. Student teachers were trained in the above topics and prepared in the daily teaching programmes they were going to implement in university laboratory lessons conducted by their tutor (author). Student teachers were in charge of teaching for half or the entire daily teaching schedule of a preschool class.
For the winter semester the content of student teachers' daily teaching programmes was organized as follows. At the beginning of the daily teaching schedule student teachers read a carefully selected storybook to children. Reading aloud served as a context for student teachers to conduct a guided conversation with children so as to analyse the story content and specify topics which emerged from the story plot. The topics served as a link between the story and the kindergarten curriculum, and were processed with cross-curricular activities conducted during the rest of the daily teaching programme.
During the spring semester student teachers were instructed to organize and implement daily teaching programmes which were based on the development of thematic units related to topics derived from the natural and social environment. The instructional activities designed for each thematic unit extended over two days. Particularly, each thematic unit was developed as follows. At the beginning of the first day of the teaching programme the student teachers conducted a playful activity to introduce children to the topic of each thematic unit. Then they read a relevant informational text to the children and discussed it with them. Having read the text, the student teachers developed each thematic unit during the first and the second day of instruction with cross-curricular activities derived from the kindergarten curriculum.
Throughout the practicum level II, student teachers were instructed by the course tutor to follow specific guidelines to conduct conversations with children on the content of the activities anticipated by the daily teaching schedule. The basic guidelines were the following:
 Ensure children's active and equal participation in the classroom conversation. Encourage diffident and hesitant children to become involved in the topic of conversation.
 Relate the topic of conversation to children's personal experiences.
 Expand children's answers with more information and more sophisticated vocabulary.
 Provide adequate feedback to children's responses.
 Enhance children's cognitive involvement in the conversation. Ask closed and open ended questions to enhance children's oral language skills.
 Ensure that conversation rules are followed. These rules pertain to principles of taking turns in a conversation.
 "The magic wait time". Provide the necessary time for all the children to form an answer to the question you asked.
Measures and Procedure
Student teachers self-evaluated their conversation techniques through an eighteen-item check list which was designed by Miller [6] . The check list evaluated conversation techniques which are considered appropriate for fostering children's oral language development. Student teachers were asked to estimate the frequency with which they applied each of the assessed conversation techniques on a five-point Likert scale (1 = very rarely, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 =often, 5 = very frequently).
Miller's check list items were translated into Greek by the author and retranslated by an English language specialist for translation accuracy. The check list was then administered to twenty fourthyear undergraduate students of the Department of Preschool Education of the University of Crete in order to evaluate the linguistic and conceptual clarity of the check list. A few corrections and modifications were made to some items so as to make them absolutely comprehensible and representative of conversation techniques applied in Greek kindergarten classrooms.
Student teachers answered the check list at the end of the winter semester and then answered it again at the end of the spring semester. This second measure served as a posttest which aimed to evaluate the consistency or change in student teachers' self-evaluations. Cronbach's a reliability coefficient was 0.65 for the pretest and 0.78 for posttest. These results indicate that the reliability coefficient was satisfactory for the purpose of the present study.
Furthermore, at the second measurement student teachers were asked to answer two open ended questions in order to indicate: (a) what they considered the key factors that facilitated the classroom conversations and (b) the key parameters that hindered the discussions they conducted with children in the classroom. Student teachers' answers to the two open ended questions were recorded, analysed by the technique of content analysis and consolidated into categories based on their common characteristics. Particularly, for each question an initial analysis code was composed based on a restricted number of answers. During the data analysis, the code analysis for each question was enriched and modified in order for more accurate and distinct categories to be defined.
Student teachers consented to fill out the check list and answer to the open-ended questions. According to their comments, they found this procedure helpful in reflecting on the practices they implemented throughout their practicum.
RESULTS
The first goal of the present study was to examine the conversation techniques applied by student teachers while teaching in kindergarten school settings throughout level II of their teaching practicum. According to the results (Table 1) , student teachers' self-ratings on the majority of the reported conversation techniques remained consistent throughout level II of their practicum. Student teachers reported that they rarely applied inappropriate techniques (see indicatively Q3, Q7, Q9, Q11 on Table  1 ). On the contrary, and based on their self-assessments, student teachers quite often reported to have implemented techniques which promote classroom conversation, facilitate teacher-children individual interactions and help children improve their oral language skills (see indicatively Q2, Q12, Q14, Q15, Q18 on Table 1 ). Furthermore, results showed that to a statistically significant degree student teachers reported to have increased the frequency with which they: a) conducted conversations that help children to handle puzzles or problem solving (Q4), b) added words to the conversation they conducted in order to expand or elaborate on what children said or asked (Q6), c) used words to make their expectations clear and redirect children to more acceptable activities (Q8) and d) ensured equal involvement in the classroom conversation (Q15). On the contrary, to a statistically significant degree the student teachers reported to have decreased the frequency with which they dominated the classroom conversation by doing most of the talking while conversing with children (Q13). Furthermore, student teachers were asked to identify the key factors which helped them conduct the classroom conversations throughout the level II of their practicum. According to their answers (Table  2) , the most frequently identified factors which facilitated classroom conversations were student teachers' familiarity with the children, the teaching experience they acquired throughout the two semesters of their practicum, as well as the relevant laboratory lessons that were held in the university. Fewer student teachers identified: a) appropriate preparation of their daily teaching programme, b) the degree to which children were interested in the conversation topic and were given time and space to discuss it in their terms and c) their training in the questioning techniques as factors that helped them conduct the classroom conversations. Even fewer identified factors more directly related to children's cognitive and language level or to the daily teaching program preparation such as the materials available on the course electronic website and the guidelines provided by the official kindergarten curriculum. Supplementary to these results, student teachers were asked to identify the key factors that hindered their attempts to conduct conversations with children. According to the results presented in Table 3 , the student teachers reported several factors which relate mainly to classroom management issues and to the teaching process parameters. Specifically, classroom noise and more confident children's domination over the more hesitant ones were identified as the most frequent factors which hindered student teachers from conducting smooth classroom conversations. Furthermore, several other personal and instructional factors were reported such as student teachers' teaching anxiety and the lack of teaching experience, children's low interest in the conversation topic and children's tiredness because of the implemented instructional activities. Additionally, cooperating teachers' involvement in the activities designed and implemented by the student teachers constituted a parameter that interfered in the classroom conversations. 
Table3. Frequency (f) and relative frequency (%) of the key factors that student teachers consider to have hindered classroom conversations
DISCUSSION
The aim of the present study was to describe the conversation techniques student teachers reported to have used while teaching in kindergarten classrooms as part of their teaching practicum during their bachelor studies. The results extracted from student teachers' self-assessments provide indications that the professional training received in the context of their teaching practicum may contribute to their flexibility and readiness to follow guidelines and apply techniques which enable classroom conversations to be conducted.
The content of the conversation topic constituted the first parameter when analysing the quality of discussions taking place in school contexts. According to the results of the present study, during their practicum student teachers reported to have centred classroom conversations mostly around topics that children were interested in (Q18). Specifically, children's interest in the conversation topic seemed to be a priority for them and also a significant factor which facilitated the conversation or decreased children's participation in it. Choosing topics which are close to children's interests provides the initial context to engage them in a meaningful talk and to motivate them to express their feelings and personal experiences freely. This may become an opportunity for teachers to apply language modelling techniques, such as the use of appropriate vocabulary, which can enhance children's language development [5] .
While student teachers reported that they rarely centred conversations around mistakes children made or problems they caused (Q17), they frequently reported that they conducted conversations which focused on helping children discover how to solve puzzles or problems (Q4), and the fact that they used words to make their expectations clear and redirect children to more acceptable activities (Q8).These results provide indications that student teachers did not want a superficial picture of the problems that emerged in the classroom but intended to use language and conversations to confront possible difficulties or problems related to children's activities. Problem-solving conversations can be used as a medium which can influence children's behaviour and development because it provides them with the opportunity to reflect on their actions and choices and learn from their experiences [34] . Relevant to the above results and along the lines of the study by Chen and de Groot Kim [17] , student teachers in the present study reported that they talked to children face to face very frequently, placing themselves at the child's level (Q12, Q14). This is a significant a child-centred strategy which ensures proximity among interlocutors. In this context children perceive their teacher as an equal member of their group who listens carefully to their responses and pays attention to their comments and worries.
Of special interest were the results of student teachers' self-assessments showing that they significantly increased the frequency with which they reported to have applied techniques of essential conversation rules which ensure equality among those holding a conversation (Q15). Unlike the study of Girolametto and Weitzman [20] , which was conducted with in-service early childhood teachers, student teachers in the present study seemed to acknowledge the necessity of enabling interlocutors to participate in a conversation on equal terms and thus help them benefit in comprehending the topic and learn from each other's verbal contributions [6] .
In accordance with results presented above are results which showed that student teachers significantly decreased the frequency with which they did most of the talking when conducting a conversation with the children (Q13). In contract to the results of the study by Durden and Dangel [16] who found that the teachers in general adopt monologic techniques, student teachers seemed to recognize that the verbal interaction among interlocutors should not be unidirectional, moving from the teacher to the children. Teachers should promote interaction between children and gradually transfer to them the responsibility of generating their own questions and comments [13] [14] .
Positive were also the results which showed that open ended questions (Q2) were more frequently used than closed type questions (Q1). In their self-assessments student teachers, unlike the results presented in the study of Durden and Dangel [16] , seemed to recognize the need for balance in asking questions of different cognitive demand and the value of open ended questions for children's language growth and for the development of their critical thinking [12] [13].
Relevant to reported frequent use of open ended questions were the results which showed that student teachers significantly increased the frequency with which they added words to the conversation they conducted in order to expand or elaborate on what children said or asked (Q6). This is a significant language modelling strategy which teachers can use to add more sophisticated language to children's responses [13] . Furthermore, student teachers assigned low scores to techniques such as short and simple sentences, corrections and/or directions, and baby talk (Q9, Q16), which are not considered effective for children's language development. These data provide some indications that they created a conversation context in which young children received advanced language input and experienced language patterns which can add significantly to their language growth and literacy development. In general, the results of the present study seem to deviate to some degree from the results of related studies (e.g. [15] [16] [17] [19] [18] ) which were conducted with early childhood teachers. The comparison between student teachers and in-service teaches gives rise to significant questions regarding the degree to which future teachers maintain the teaching practices they adopted during their initial professional training and the factors which may cause any alterations in these. Are the lack of subsequent professional development, the pressure of curriculum implementation and children's diverse individual and social characteristics responsible for alterations made in future teachers' conversation practices? These are interesting questions for future research to investigate.
Additionally, student teachers in the present study were asked to indicate the factors which may facilitate or hinder classroom conversations. Their familiarity with the children and the teaching experience obtained during their teaching practicum were the most frequently reported factors which gave them self-confidence in conducting classroom conversations. Previous teaching experience is a parameter that student teachers often refer to [35] , and it seems that is apparent in all the instructional activities that they are asked to implement during their teaching practicum. Furthermore, based on student teachers' self-reports, the university laboratory lessons were another factor which may have contributed to their preparedness in conducting classroom conversations. Specifically, student teachers were trained in implementing effective story and informational text reading practices and organizing the cross curricular activities based on the texts. Taking into consideration the study of Al Otaiba et al. [28] , tutoring programmes aiming to instruct student teachers in evidence-based book reading methods can enhance, to some degree, their knowledge and skill in implementing practices contributing to young children's future language and literacy achievement. Student teachers were also asked to identify the key parameters that hindered classroom conversation. With regard to this question, in line with previous research [35] , classroom management issues seemed to dominate student teachers' concerns about classroom conversations. Besides that, anxiety related to the teaching process, as well as the interference of the cooperating teachers in the activities that student teachers implemented in the classrooms, were parameters that affected their attempts to converse with children. Cooperating teachers' interference, according to relevant research [30] [33], may be due to the different teaching approaches they had adopted and established throughout their professional careers. This may cause a conflict in student teachers' teaching choices and be responsible for any modifications in the teaching programme they implement.
Overall, the results indicate that student teachers' professional training during their teaching practicum is a multidimensional procedure which is influenced by the goals and the organization of the tutoring programme they attend, their personal traits and classroom parameters such as classroom management issues and cooperating teachers' teaching practices. Of course, in the present study there are significant limitations that should be mentioned. The results of the present study should be interpreted cautiously given the small sample size, the absence of a control group where student teachers attended a different tutoring programme, and the fact that the results were obtained exclusively by student teachers' self-assessments. Nevertheless, the results provide indications that the organization of student teachers' teaching practicum, based on a tutoring programme which promotes oral language experiences in the school environment, may lay the ground for preparing them in implementing effective conversation practices which can contribute to young children's oral language development.
IMPLICATIONS
The results of the present study provided indications that student teachers' teaching practicum during their bachelor studies could be used as a context to train them in practices which are effective for young children's oral language skills development. Training student teachers to conduct guided conversations embedded in read alouds and cross-curricular activities is significant for their initial professional development in language and literacy instruction. Choosing topics which are close to children's interests, encouraging cognitively advanced conversations and ensuring interaction and interlocutors' equal contribution in the conversation topic are some of the basic guidelines which future teachers should follow. These guidelines can enhance future teachers' conversation skills and allow classroom conversations to become an effective context for fostering young children's oral language development.
